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This year marks the 60TH 

Anniversary of the Uniform Code of 
Military (UCMJ). On the 5th of May, President 

Harry Truman signed the Military Justice Act of 1950, 
establishing the UCMJ. Drafted by a working group 
comprised of both civilian and military attorneys, the 
bill called for the creation of a single system of justice 
for all members of the United States Armed Forces. The 
resulting changes to military justice not only increased 
the fledgling Air Force JAG Department’s1 workload, 
but also required massive training efforts to familiarize 
judge advocates with the new procedures and Manual 
for Courts-Martial. Major General Reginald C. Harmon, 
the first Air Force TJAG, did not support the changes 
and remained critical of the UCMJ throughout his career. 
In a 1952 address to the Judge Advocates Association, 
General Harmon likened the effects of the UCMJ to “a 
train being pulled too far down a track by too much 
momentum, unable to stop when needed.”

 Up until World War II, military justice in the Army 
had been governed by the Articles of War. This system 
was several hundred years old and had been formulated 
primarily to serve the needs for strict discipline. The 
Constitutional rights of individual defendants had 
not been a major consideration in the evolution of the 
system. During the war, there was massive exposure 
of the system, as for the first time literally millions of 
Americans had direct experience with it, which included 
over two million courts-martial. The average American 
viewed the system as too severe and subject to too much 
command influence, resulting to widespread public 
pressure for comprehensive reform. The first round of 
reforms was instituted with the 1948 amendments to 
the Articles of War, also known as the Elston Act, which 
directed that TJAG appoint a Judicial Council composed 
of three general officers to review of all cases in which 

1 On 1 July 2003, the Secretary of the Air Force re-designated the Judge Advocate General’s  
Department as the Judge Advocate General’s Corps.

a bad conduct or dishonorable discharge was adjudged. 
However, the Act was never intended to be more than 
an interim solution to the problem. Even before the 
Elston Act became effective, Secretary of Defense James 
Forrestal appointed a committee to draft a uniform code 
for all three services that would completely replace 
the Articles of War and the corresponding provisions 
pertaining to the Navy. A working group of military 
and civilian attorneys from the Department of Defense, 
chaired by Harvard Law School professor Edmund 
Morgan, drafted the bill presented to the Congress in 
1949. It passed almost exactly as it had been drafted. 

 The Military Justice Act of 1950 and the resulting 
UCMJ and Manual for Courts-Martial made sweeping 
and sudden changes in the processes of military justice. 
The immediate need for all JAGs to be trained in the 
new procedures led to the creation of the first Judge 
Advocate General Staff Course (JAGSOC) at Maxwell 
Air Force Base, Alabama. Additionally, on the heels 
of reform, the June 1950 invasion of South Korea once 
again put the nation at war, providing an immediate test 
of the UCMJ—which Air Force judge advocates would 
ensure it passed.

For further information, read The First 50 Years of the 
U.S. Air Force Judge Advocate General’s Department, by 
Lieutenant Colonel Patricia A. Kerns, USAFR, upon which 
this article is based. 

Heritage to Horizons
The 60th Anniversary 

of the UCMJ

Major General Keithe E. Nelson’s personal copy of the 1951 Manual for Courts-Martial

The JAG School is in the process of establishing an 
archive to preserve documents, photographs, and 
memorabilia of historical significance to the JAG 
Corps. Offices and individuals maintaining such 
materials are encouraged to contact Mr. Wade 
Scrogham, the JAG Corps Historian, to discuss 
potential donations to the JAG Corps Historical 
Archive. Wade.scrogham@maxwell.af.mil

The Reporter
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“The Sands of QATAR” by Major James Jimmy Do, USAF, an instructor at the U.S. Air Force Academy, 
while deployed with Major R. Aubrey Davis, HQ AFSOC/JA. If you have a unique, funny, or poignant 
photograph of your travels in the JAG Corps for inclusion in “Where In The World?” please e-mail the 
editor at ryan.oakley@maxwell.af.mil.

Where in the World?

Call for Submissions!
Volume 67 of the Air Force Law Review, scheduled for publication in April 2011, will be 
dedicated to the topic of criminal law.  Members of the JAG Corps are encouraged to submit 
articles that fit within this broad topic area.  Submissions are due by 15 October 2010.  
Submission guidance is available on the Judge Advocate General’s School FLITE website 
or by contacting Capt Scott Hodges at scott.hodges@maxwell.af.mil, or Maj Ryan Oakley at  
ryan.oakley@maxwell.af.mil. 

Spring 2010
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